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Participation in Anti-War Demonstrations: A Test of the
Parental Continuity Hypothesis

Most of the empirical research on student protest has focused on the
nation's finest colleges and universities, as well as on the most committed
activists. For example, Somers! and Watts and Whittaker? studied the
Free Speech tlovement at Berkeiey: Fiacks3 investigated the anti-draft
demonstrators at the University of Chicago, and Keniston? the anti-war
protestors at Yale. These studies yield a relatively consistent profile
of highly committed activists on elite campuses, but their findings may
be problematic for the "rank and file" demonstrators attending relatively
apclitical schoo‘ls@5

Although the popular literature has emphasized the role of macro-
societal factors in producing student activism, the social scientific
literature has focused on personality variables and family background
characteristics.6 Several studies have reported a marked continuity
between the political beliefs and value orientations of student activists
and their parents. For example, research using party preference as an
indicator of parents' political orientation shows that student activists
are likely to have Democratic or Socialist parents whereas non-activists
tend to come from Republican fami1ies.7 Flacks suggests that student
activism is related to a general humanistic value orientation shared by
both student activists and their parents. His findings indicate that
nactivists and their parents tend to place greater stress on involvement
in intellectual and esthetic pursuits, humanitarian concerns, opportunity

for self-expression. and tend to de-emghasize or positively disvalue
8

personal achievement, conventional morality and conventional religiosity."”
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In short, the literature attempts to explain student activism in terms of
an extension of parental values and beliefs rather than as a form of gen-
erational rebellion,

The objective of the present paper is to re-examine the generational
continuity hypothesis within the context of a relatively apolitical, non-
elite university. More specifically, we analyze the differential parti-
cipation of Bowling Green students in anti-war demonstrations with an
emphasis on continuity in pelitical orientations between the students and

their parents.

RESEARCH PROCEDURES

The events of May 1970 precipitated a crisis at many universities
throughout the nation. At Bowling Green State University, student reac-
tion to the Cambodian invasion and student killings at Kent and Jackson
State Universities took the form of anti-war demonstrations, a moratorium
from classes, teach-ins, and a sit-in at the office of the university
president. This period of intense activity culminated in the formal in-
stitution of a Free University that was to continue the remainder of the
school year. |

The data reported in this paper were collected as part of a study of
the Free Universify on Bowling Green's main campus. Information was
collected during the May crisis period by means of a self-administered,
anonymous questionnaire that was distributed on an availability basis
tc students in regular and Free University classes, dormitories, Greek
houses, and the studept health center. Commuter and off-campus students
were reached through a mailed questionnaire. A total of 716 usable

questionnaires were accumulated in this manner. In short we have a
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non-probability sample which, although not permitting point estimates
and inferential statistics, does contain considerable variance in student
backgrounds, attitudes, and behaviors.S

In this study we operationally defined student protestors as those
respondents reporting themselves as having participated either in (1) an
anti-war protest at the state capitol, (2) an anti-war protest at Wash-
ington, D.C., or (3) having participated in the sit-in at the office of
the university president. Cleérly, this definitional net would include
some protestors with only a miniium of political commitment. Consequently,
our sample of protestors would not be representative of the more raci-
calized and committed activists who were studied in earlier research at

elite universities.

FINDINGS

As indicated above, previous research suggests that activism rapre-
sents neither conversion from nor rebellion against the political per-
spectives of parents. Flacks10 found that student activists are generally
trying to fulfill and renew the liberal politicai traditions of their
families. This interpretation contends that demonstrators are socialized
into a humanistic subculture such that the values espoused by the parents
are transformed intc personality traits in the student genevation.

Similarity of political party preferences has been used as one index
of continuity between the generations of parents and students. Compayri-
son of party labels used by students in describing themselves and their
parents is obviously a crude measure of generational continuity. Students
identifying themselves as Republicans, for example, could be either more

liberal or conservative than their parents. With these limitations in
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mind, Table 1 reports our findings concerning continuity of party pre-
ferences between students and parents as related to participation in
anti-war demonstrations. To some extent, the data are inconsistent with
the generational continuity hypothesis. The highest percentage of pro-
testors (22 per cent) is found among students who labeled themselves as
Democrats and their parents as Republican. As might be expected, none
of the students who described themselves as Republican and their parents
as Democrats participated in the anti-war protests. Those respondents
who identified themselves and their parents as Democrats occupied an
intermediate position in rates of participation in the demonstrations
(13 per cent). In any case, the percentage differences are not partic-
ularly large between any of the criterion groups; this is probably due
to the grossness of party preference as an indicator of political orien-
tation.

(Table 1 about here)

For this reason, we refined our measure of political continuity
between students and parents by asking the respondents to describe their
own political orientation as well as their parents' position in terms of
a five-point checklist—radical left, highly liberai, moderately liberal,
moderately conservative, and highly ctc:n*asenr‘vat:ivr;z.]1 Students who de-
scribed themselves using a political label indicating a more conservative
or liberal orientation than the labels they applied to their parents were
classified as "more conservative" or "more liberal" than their parents.
Similarly, students who applied the same labels to themselves and their
parents were classified as "equally liberal” or "equally conservative.”
The measure thus reflects the student's perception of whether his politi-

cal position is similar to that of his parents.
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The students' comparison of themselves with both of their pavents is
shown in Table 2,12 The largest percentage of protestors is found among
students who believe they are more liberal than their parents (18 per
cent). The smallest percentage of protestors is in the category of stu-
dents who are equally conservative as their parents. The students who
saw themselves as more conservative than their parents were too few for
analysis as a discrete category {only 9 cases). The finding that the
nighest proportion of protestors is found among the "rebels to the left"
was unaffected by the introduction of socic-economic status as a control
variable.

(Table 2 about here)

Also in connection with the generaticnal continuity line of reason-
ing, we attempted a preliminary test of the role of a "generation gap"
as a concomitant of student activism. If it is assumed that activists
are raised in a supportive and humanistic family environment, one can
hypothesize that student protestors would be less likely to report a
generation gap with their parents than would non-protestors. Table 3
describes the students' perception of the rel:.tive mutual understanding
between them and their parents as related to participation in the anti-
war demonstrations. No attempt was made to camouflage the measurement
of generation gap with our self-conscious sampieg13 Table 3 reveals a
definite tendency for student protestors to report a greater generation
gap with their parents than the non-protestors. For example, amoi.j those
who report substantial misunderstanding with their fathers, 18 per cent
participated in the anti-war demonstrations as compared to 13 per cent
of the respondents indicating a moderate degree of misunderstanding, and

only 8 per cent of those reporting "no generation gap at all" with their
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fathers participated in the collective protests. The findings with ,c-
gard to students reporting a generation gap with their mothers are virtu-
ally identical to those concerning their fathers (respective gammas of
.27 and .28).

(Table 3 about here)

Introducing controils for sex and socioeconomic status does not appre-
ciably alter the percentage distributions of Table 3; however, controlling
for political ideology of the students does substantially alter the re-
sults. ! As shown in Table 4, the relationship between a perceived gen-
eration gap and participation in collective protests is specific to stu-
dents holding relatively moderate political attitudes. Among the politi-
cal moderates, 19 per cent of the students expressing a strong generation
gap were anti-war protestors, whereas 12 per cent of those indicating
somewhat of a generatfon gap and 7 per cent of those reporting no gener-
ation gap participated in the demonstrations. Students with either left-
wing or right-wing attitudes can not be differentiated as protestors or
non-protestors on the basis of their degree of mutual understanding with
their parents; apparently, their decision whether or not to protest is
based on their more extreme and firmly held political attitudes. The
vast majority of right-wing students did not participate in the demon-
strations even though they‘feported considerable generational discontin-
uity in terms of mutual understanding.

(Table 4 about here)

The data shown in Table 4 are also relevant to Keniston'sld suppo-
sition that generational continuity is especially significant for con-
sistency or transference between leftist political beliefs and dissident

behavior. In this connection Keniston cites Cowdry's research on anti-war
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protestors at Yale: Cowdry found that the student most likely to hold
radical beliefs and act on them is identified with a humanitarian and
expressive father; whereas, conversely, the student most likely to hold
radical beliefs but not act on them is one who sees himself as humani-
tarian and expressive but who has developed this self-characterization
in reaction against his fatner. The data in Table 4 do not support this
Tine of reasoning. Among the left-wing students, the reported degree
of mutual understanding with their fathers is almost identical for pro-

testors and non-protestors.

CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY

Qur basic objective was to replicate some earlier research on stu-
dent activism but within the context of a non-elite and relatively apo-
litical university campus. Several of the earlier studies of highly
committad activists at more prestigious universities yielded consistent
support for Flacks' contention that student activism represents an ex-
tension of parental political values rather than an expression of a gen-
erational rebellion.

Protest demonstrations have diffused to a Targe number of univer-
sities.!® As the student movement emerges on less prestigious campuses,
demonstrators are increasingly likely to be recruited from a wider spec-
trum of society than previnusiy-17 In 1967 Derber and Flacks!® pre-
dicted that activists would be drawn from a greater variety of family
backgrounds and that family background will be a less and less powerful
predictor of participati.n in collective protests. Dunlap‘s19 recent
work is consistent with this general expectation. The research reported
by Jansen et. a1.20 again suggests that family background variables are

becoming less powerful predictors of student activism.
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Qur data are generally inconsistent with the hypothesis that student
demonstrators hold ponlitical beliefs similar to those of their parents.
First of all, the data show that students who identified themselves as
Democrats and their parents as Republicans were more likely to have par-
ticipated in the anti-war demonstrations than those who labeled both
themselves and their parents as Democrats. HMoreover, those students who
participated in the anti-war demonstrations perceived themselves as more
pelitically liberal than their parents. Finally, our data indicate that
students reporting little misunderstanding with their parents were less
likely to participate in anti-war demonstrations than those who ééﬁﬁigggﬁﬂ
a substantial generation gap. In addition, our stud, lends littie sup-
port to Keniston's contention that left-wing protestors experience more
mutual understanding with their parents than ‘eft-wing students who are
not active participants in collective demonstrations.

It is probable that the parents of Bowling Green students represent
a broader political spectrum than the parents of students from elite
universities. In this regard there is a greater likelihood of student-
parental discontinuity than in more prestigeful universities whare a
"ceiling effect” may operate to 1imit the degree of student political
discontinuity from their leftist parents. Thus, the generational con-
tinuity hypothesis may not be valid when extended to the non-elite uni-
versities.

Ke can not say whether the background of student demonstrators from
our campus has changed over the last few years with the evolution of
student activism, but our data do clearly suggest that the family social-
ization hypothesis is not an adequate explanation of student activism

at Bowling Green. Rather, it appears that peer group influence and

J
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campus subcultures are becoming more important agents in the political

socialization of student demonstrators.




Table I

Participation in Anti-War Demonstrations By Generational
Continuity in Political Party Preferences

Student-Parent Protestors Non-Protestors N

Political Parties Per Cent ~ Per Cent

Student Democrat, Parents Republican 22 78 32

Student Third Party, Parents Democrat 22 78 45

Student Third Party, Parents Republican 16 84 93
Q»Student Democrat, Parents Democrat 13 87 122
~Student Third Party, Parents Third Party 9 91 44

Student Republican, Parents Republican 5 95 139

11



Table II

Participation in Anti-War Demonstrations By
Generational Continuity in Political Orientations

Student-Parent 7 Protestors Non-Protestors N
Political Orientations Per Cent Per Cent

Student More Liberal Than Parents 18 82 357
Student Equally Liberal As Parents 14 86 59
Student No Definite Political Position 9 93 129
Parents No Definite Political Position 5 95 20
Student Equally Conservative As Parents 3 97 124




Table III

Participation in Anti-War Demonstrations By
Perceived Gensration Gap With Parents

Generation Gap With Father Protestors Non-Protestors
- - “Per Cent™ Per Cent
Strong 18 82
Moderate 13 87
None 8 92
gamma = .27

Generation Gap With Mother

Strong 19 81

Moderate 15 85

None 9 91
gamma = .28

=

131
349
187

82
372
233
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